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The Unknown Immigration: Incentives and Family 
Composition in Inter-Country Adoptions to the United States 
 
Children adopted from abroad are an immigrant group about which little is known. According 
to the U.S. Census more than one and a half million children living in the U.S. are adopted, 
with fifteen percent of them born abroad. In fact more than twenty thousand adopted orphans 
from abroad enter the country each year. The families who adopt these orphans are mostly 
white, wealthy, and well educated (Kossoudji, 2008). What are the characteristics of children 
who are adopted from abroad and what incentives drive families to adopt them? In this paper 
we use the 2000 census to illuminate the landscape of international adoption. We address 
three issues: 1) How do the demographic characteristics of the children adopted from abroad 
change as other countries open and shut the door to inter-country adoptions, changing the 
supply of available children? 2) U.S. born parents and foreign-born parents may have 
different incentives to adopt. How are these incentives reflected in the characteristics of the 
children they adopt? 3) What explains differences in the estimates of foreign-born adopted 
children in the Census and the number of visas granted by the State Department? 
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1 “The U.S. Department of State has clarified that U.S. permanent residents may petition for their adopted 
alien child to immigrate as a qualified derivative only if they completed the adoption prior to their 























parent became a Green Card holder and who satisfy the three requirements for adoption: (i.e., (1.) adoption 
before the age of 16; (2) two years custody by their adoptive parent; and (3) two years of residence with the 
parent) may immigrate into the U.S. together with their parent as a derivative.” Again, these children are 





































































2 The ten countries that accounted for the largest number of adopted orphan visas during the census period 























for the largest number of visas during the entire period up to 2008 as country policy increased or decreased 
the number of children available to be adopted by parents in the United States. 















































































































































































































































































































































Father’s Age Adoption  40.1  39.4  41.2 
  (0.018)  (0.056)  (0.062) 
Mother’s Age Adoption  38.9  38.0  39.5 
  (0.016)  (0.050)  (0.055) 
Proportion College, Father  0.54  0.27  0.57 
  (0.001)  (0.003)  (0.004) 
Proportion College, Mother  0.58  0.25  0.52 
  (0.001)  (0.003)  (0.004) 
Family Annual Income  $106,899  $68,231  $107,013 
  (236)  (409)  (808) 
Age Adjusted Income Decile  7.1  5.6  6.9 
  (0.007)  (0.018)  (0.022) 
Proportion Single, Mother  0.13  0.13  0.10 
  (0.001)  (0.002)  (0.002) 
Proportion Single, Father  0.03  0.04  0.02 
  (0.000)  (0.001)  (0.001) 
Proportion with Biological 
Children in HH  0.15  0.20  0.19 
  (0.001)  (0.002)  (0.003) 
Proportion with Other 
Children in Household  0.40  0.36  0.40 
  (0.001)  (0.003)  (0.004) 
N  6,770  1,263  711 
















Age when Adopted  3.1  6.5  3.8 
  (0.009)  (0.028)  (0.028) 
Proportion Female  0.61  0.55  0.60 
  (0.001)  (0.003)  (0.004) 
Proportion Hispanic/Latino  0.19  0.48  0.21 
  (0.001)  (0.003)  (0.003) 
Proportion Asian  0.52  0.32  0.42 
  (0.001)  (0.003)  (0.004) 
Proportion Black  0.03  0.09  0.06 
  (0.000)  (0.002)  (0.002) 
N  6,770  1,263  711 





  (1)  (2)  (3) 





Group Intercept    7.816**  4.073** 
    (0.973)  (0.979) 
Mother, Age   0.192**  0.072**  0.130** 
  (0.012)  (0.018)  (0.025) 
Mother, College Grad  ‐0.934**  ‐1.855**  ‐0.681** 
  (0.141)  (0.549)  (0.351) 
Single Parent  ‐0.048  0.501  0.299 
  (0.159)  (0.465)  (0.531) 
Age Adjusted Income Decile  0.000  ‐0.006  ‐0.020** 
  (0.003)  (0.007)  (0.006) 
Other Children at Adoption  ‐0.714**  ‐0.909**  ‐0.460** 
  (0.101)  (0.347)  (0.205) 
       
Korea    ‐0.095   
    (0.191)   
China    ‐3.330**   
    (0.170)   
Russia    ‐1.443**   
    (0.227)   
Mexico    0.582**   
    (0.226)   
India    ‐0.728*   
    (0.388)   
Colombia    0.094   
    (0.201)   
Guatemala    ‐1.586**   
    (0.283)   
Romania    ‐0.839**   
    (0.224)   
Philippines    0.516*   
    (0.313)   
R‐2    0.296   

















Group Intercept    0.701**  0.525** 
    (0.028)  (0.049) 
Mom Age in US  0.029**  0.005*  0.018** 
  (0.002)  (0.003)  (0.004) 
Mom College Grad  ‐0.119**  ‐0.154**  ‐0.092** 
  (0.021)  (0.054)  (0.042) 
Single Parent  ‐0.032  0.198**  0.084 
  (0.028)  (0.073)  (0.108) 
Age Adjusted Income Decile  ‐0.001*  ‐0.001  ‐0.004** 
  (0.000)  (0.001)  (0.001) 
Other Children when Adoption  ‐0.028*  ‐0.086**  ‐0.020 
  (0.015)  (0.034)  (0.036) 
       
Korea    ‐0.093**   
    (0.027)   
China    ‐0.438**   
    (0.017)   
Russia    ‐0.121**   
    (0.032)   
Mexico    0.066*   
    (0.034)   
India    ‐0.127**   
    (0.053)   
Colombia    ‐0.017   
    (0.034)   
Guatemala    ‐0.241**   
    (0.030)   
Romania    ‐0.027   
    (0.047)   
Philippines    0.134**   
    (0.048)   
Pseudo R‐2    0.180   
N    6,624   
** Statistically significant at 5% * Statistically significant at 10%. 
All regressions include year of immigration fixed effects   36 
Sample: All children under 18 years of age, born before 2000 in the 5% IPUMS 
Census 2000. Excludes children who migrated at the same time of the parent.  